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THE FIFTH SUNDAY IN LENT

PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God in Myself
Mark 10:13-16; I John 3:1-2

My better sermons are often preached after I have preached its
precursor to you.  Often, later in the day or a few days later when I begin
working on the coming Sunday’s sermon, an idea pops into my head and I
wonder, “Why didn’t I say that?” or, “I wish I had thought of this!” or “That
would have been a perfect illustration for that last sermon!”  Sometimes it
happens just as I am stepping from the pulpit to my chair!  Most weeks, I get
the better sermon a day or two later.  Sorry!

That is what happened this past week.  I had already decided to use the
passage from I John which I just read.  I love those words, don’t you? 
“Beloved, we are God’s children now.”  It doesn’t get any better than that! 
Anyway, I began to consider what words of Jesus might best speak to this
idea of “Seeing God in Myself.”  The passage in Matthew 25 about the end of
the age popped into my mind.  You know, the one where Jesus talks about
the end of the age and says that all the nations will be assembled in front of
the throne of the Son of Man, who separates them on the right and the left,
like a shepherd separates sheep from goats.  He says to those on the right,
“Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for
you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food,
I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you
welcomed me,  I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you
took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”  And, after looking
around in puzzlement, they say, “When did we do that?”  He answers, “Just
as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you
did it to me.”  To those on the left he says, “Just as you did not do it to the
least of these who are members of my family, you did not do it to me,” and
sends them sad away.

What occurred to me is that Matthew answers the question of I John
which is, “What will we be?”  John’s temporary answer is, “We will be like
Jesus, whatever that is.”  Matthew tells us that Jesus is revealed in his
people–in us.  We do see Jesus in other people when we pay attention to
their needs and their gifts.  We can see God in other people when we look
closely and carefully and compassionately into their lives.



I really do not have trouble seeing God in other people, but it is often a
challenge to see God in myself.  To borrow Paul’s analogy, to try to see God
in myself is often like looking into a darkened mirror.  I can make out shape
and form, but the clear image of God just doesn’t seem to be there.

Don’t misunderstand.  I believe wholeheartedly in the idea that we are
all created in the image of God.  I love that picture of God the Maker, bending
over the lifeless clay form of humanity and, like a first responder with only one
purpose, breathes life into us.  I am alive because God is in me.  Yet, I think
that most of the time when I look for God in myself, I tend to look for the
person who gives drink to the thirsty and feeds the hungry.  I’m looking for
someone who provides clothing and companionship and encouragement in
even the worst of circumstances to anyone who needs it.  Certainly meeting
needs is what God does.  Clearly, it is what we want God to do for us.

Yet, I don’t think that, by itself, my doing good deeds is proof of God in
me.  The Boy Scout in me attempts to do at least one good deed a day.  The
good son in me tries to help other people as my parents taught me to do.  The
good citizen in me is concerned with the welfare of our community and larger
world as I learned I should be at church and school and home.  Not to
diminish the value or importance of meeting basic needs, but it seems like the
Creator of the world, the Redeemer of humankind, the energizing Spirit of life
is up to more than meeting needs alone.  When I look at myself, do I see that
God in me?

I suspect that seeing God in myself is tied up in something else.  That
something else, I think, is a theme that runs throughout the whole of scripture. 
We see it, we talk about it, we dance around it, but we never seem to fully
own it.  It is this matter of being children of God.

“Let the children come to me,” said Jesus, who was once a child
himself.  “To such belong the kingdom of heaven,” said our Lord who, as a
child on the brink of adulthood, threw question after question at the teachers
in the temple.  “Unless you are born anew,” Jesus told Nicodemus, “you
cannot see the kingdom of God.”  Why this preoccupation with children?  Why
this insistence that we all become childlike again?  What is this special gift
children have that delights the heart of God?  What is it about being childlike
will reveal God in us?  One thing comes to mind: Imagination!
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Imagination–not merely the ability to conjure dreams and wishes, but
the ability to see and believe the possibilities–is what often sets children apart
from adults.  

Children are often credited with special powers because they see the
unseeable, they believe the seemingly unbelievable.  In the story of Peter
Pan, Wendy doesn’t even wince at the thought of Peter losing his shadow and
having to have it sewn back on.  When told that a little fairy dust will enable
them to fly, all of the Darling children want to try it out.  When asked to affirm
belief in fairies so that Tinkerbell might live, every one of us will clap our
hands until the light brightens and Tink flitters again.  In the story of The Polar
Express, only the children who believe can hear jingle bells ring.

The other day I watched a young girl as her mother told her that she had
heard that if you sow jellybeans in a tiny area of your yard, on Easter morning
they will sprout into lollipops.  At first, there was puzzlement in the girl’s eyes,
but as she thought about it and considered the possibility of “growing”
lollipops, her eyes brightened and she was all in!

Imagination births wonder, excitement, trust, confidence, openness, and
empathy.  Imagination spawns creativity, turning any and every one into a
maker of something, transforming anything into something useful. 
Imagination opens the window to endless possibilities.  We have a
granddaughter who is something different every day–a princess, a fairy, a
mermaid, a dancer, a baby, a mommy, a daddy–whatever seems possible,
she becomes.

Beloved, we are God’s children now.  Why is being a child of God
important?  Why is being childlike essential?  Because God is constantly
calling us to imagine.  God calls us to imagine how the world might be
different, how relationships might be closer, how barriers might be broken,
how enmities might be ended.  God invites us to imagine what it would be like
to eliminate hunger and poverty and disease.  God urges us to imagine what
it would be like to regard all people as equal, to truly see one another as sister
or brother, to finally understand God as our Heavenly Parent!

Jesus talked about the kingdom of God a lot and every time he did, his
disciples got confused.  They expected–they wanted–a kingdom like they
knew, one with a ruler and palaces and a military to keep the peace and
protect them.  Over and over, Jesus told them that God’s kingdom is nothing
like that.  We cannot see or touch or hear or smell or taste the kingdom of
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God in the same way we experience other things in the world.  The kingdom
of God is not a thing or an entity.  It is a way of being in the world.  If we
imagine it, if we listen to and watch Jesus carefully, our minds and hearts will
be dazzled with the possibilities of how the kingdom of God might look or
sound or feel or taste or smell.  As adults, most of us have long had a fairly
concrete understanding of the kingdom of God and what it is or is not.  A
child, however, has nothing but the inspiration of the Spirit of God to conjure
up what the kingdom might be.  Perhaps only a child–or a childlike heart–can
see God in him or herself.

This past year is a good example of how we have seen God in
ourselves.  A year ago, most of us thought that being in church, if not every
Sunday, at least on some regular basis, was essential to understanding the
kingdom of God in this place.  By necessity, we were forced to become
creative and imaginative.  I never imagined that I would preach to an empty
sanctuary one day and it would be received as a regular sermon the next day
. . . or the day after that.  You probably did not imagine that sitting on your
sofa or at your breakfast table or on your deck could feel like you were in a
sanctuary with other people.  I certainly never imagined that we could ever go
for an entire year without gathering here in this space and still be united as
the family of faith known as Lakeside.  Yet, here we are.  Only by the power
of holy imagination and the grace of God have we done what we have done. 
Had we not all exercised that imagination, we would not have made it this far. 
We believed, however.  We imagined and trusted that God could do
something unheard of and that it would be good.

Imagination.  That is what started all of this wonder in the first place. 
God imagined a world . . . and it came to be.  God imagined humans . . . and
we were born.  God imagined a way of life in which we would all enjoy and
share the bounty of the earth and get along as brothers and sisters . . . but it
hasn’t happened yet!  Still, God did not give up on us.  God imagined a way
to help us understand God’s dream for us and did the seemingly impossible
thing of being born in human skin!  That’s imagination!  When that incarnation
apparently was not enough to capture our attention and sense of wonder, God
willingly died and then astoundingly rose again to life!  When the angel told
Mary that she would have a baby who would be the Son of God, the divine
visitor told her, “For nothing will be impossible with God” (Matthew 1:37). 
When his disciples asked him how anyone could be saved, Jesus reminded
them that “all things are possible for God” (Mark 10.27).  When he spoke
about faith, he told them that faith the size of a mustard seed could move
mountains (Matthew 17.20).  That’s imagination!  That is holy imagination!
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How can I see God in myself?  How can you see God in yourself?  By
flexing your imagination and exercising your creativity and opening up the 
possibilities of what God might do in your life.  If you want to see God in
yourself then make something.  God is a Maker and has given us all creativity
of some sort.  You might be a painter or sculptor or musician . . . or not.  Your
creativity might be in working with wood or thread or cloth or metal or stone
. . . or ideas or people or animals or machines.  You might discover your
creativity in teaching or learning, in cooking or cleaning, in directing or
following or leading or assisting.  You might be the most creative dreamer or
fact finder there is.  Your creativity might be in words or numbers or notes or
acts of kindness or prayers of healing or cards of comfort.  We are all creative
at something, we just have to unleash the imagination God has given us to
discover what it is that God would like to see us do with our lives.  In fact, God
is probably eager to discover what it is that we will come up with that reveals
the kingdom in our midst.

Beyond that, what can we imagine God might do with us collectively? 
What might God do with and through Lakeside, all of the churches in this
community, the community itself?  How might God want to reveal the
kingdom–the community–of God in how we live together?

The point is that humans have been working at living for a long time. 
We have done it in a variety of ways, some good, some not so good, some
bad, some great, some stupendous.  The kingdom of God is wherever and in
whatever way God is revealed among us.  Too often we get stuck, thinking
that since we had it figured out a few years ago, we might as well keep at it
another hundred years or so.  God, however, has quite an imagination, too,
and longs for us to discover fresh ways to reveal God in our midst.

When we come out of this pandemic–and we will–there will not be a
return to normal, at least not the normal that we knew thirteen months ago. 
There have been many horrible things brought on by the pandemic.  There
have also been some good things to come out of it.  The best things have yet
to be discovered because they are still swirling around in someone’s mind and
heart and spirit.  Maybe yours!  We will have an opportunity to imagine and
dream and create a space and place and opportunities to see God within and
among us–if we will become like children and allow God to infuse us with the
Spirit again like Peter Pan sprinkling fairy dust on the Darling children.  If we
believe that God is still God and that the kingdom is here, if we want to see
it ourselves and help other people to see it, too, then we can let our dreams
soar and believe ourselves right into the kingdom of God on earth.  We can
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reveal God right here and right now if we imagine and believe and live into it. 
If we pray with our eyes we can see possibilities that only God can see right
now but which God can dream into reality through us.

“Beloved, we are God's children now; what we will be has not yet been
revealed.  What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him,
for we will see him as he is.”  What a promise!  What a challenge!  What an
opportunity!  Use your imagination.  How can you, how can we, reveal Jesus
in this place at this time?  How can we see God in ourselves?  By imagining
ourselves living fully in the community of God . . . and then doing it!  Amen!
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March 21, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God, there are days when we would like nothing more than to curl up in
your lap and let you hold us safely against all of the hardship and hurt and
suffering in the world.  We would love to be one of those children you
welcomed with open arms.  But we are not children, not all of us.  Some of us
are grown ups with grownup responsibilities and challenges.  We have no
time or energy for childish play.  We don’t really remember what it was like to
be so carefree and trusting.  So hear our prayers for all that we need today.

Apparently one of the things we need is a moment or two of childlike
wonder and refreshment.  Grant us that, we pray.  Open our eyes to the
things of the world that would otherwise dazzle and delight us.  Open our ears
to the music that will lift our spirits.  Open our minds to the possibilities that
have not yet been thought.  Open our hearts to the truths we have not yet fully
believed.  Open our lives to all of the wonders that are yet to be enjoyed.

We do pray for healing for all who are sick and suffering.  We pray for
comfort for everyone who grieves.  We pray for hope where despair has taken
control and we pray for insight for all who have exhausted their known
possibilities.  We are a people used to doing and being and figuring out life. 
Help us with the uncertainty that surrounds us.  Restore our confidence and
our sense of dependence.  Help us, O God.

We are saddened and angered by the state of our world.  We are
puzzled by the hatred some people feel against other people.  We are
outraged at the violence that is so easily inflicted on people for no reason
apart from our own insecurities and prejudices.  We are ashamed that people
who wear your image can be so cruel.  Keep hate and enmity at bay within us,
we pray.  Let love and friendship keep the gates of our lives.  And perhaps,
by our example, enable other people to see you, O God.

Keep reminding us that we are not alone and that all of life is held in
your loving hands.  Hold it carefully, we pray, and grant us the same strength
and gentleness as well.  Bless us all with the mercy of Christ.  Amen.


